Abstract
Introduction
In recent years, local government in Nigeria has been described as a failure, non-performing, and corrupt. This paper attempts to encapsulate the many challenges of socio-political and economic development that have confronted local government. It is against this backdrop that the governors of the various states decided to dissolve elected local councils and set up in their place, caretaker or transition committees to oversee the affairs of the local governments, contrary to the constitutional provision that established local governments as democratic entities.
The questions now are: how has the caretaker-committee system that has supplanted legal local government affected Nigeria's democratic experiment; how has party politics impacted on grassroots democracy, and how has the caretaker committee system impacted on the lives of local people? While some authors emphasize corruption and bad leadership as the cause of the failure of local government, others accuse state governments of truncating grassroots democracy and looting local government accounts but, with the exception of a few newspaper and magazine commentaries, there are few empirical studies that examine either how party politics hinders grassroots democracy in local government and hinders local development, or the impacts of the caretaker-committee system of local government on local residents.
An efficient and effective local government system is the foundation of any nation. Quoting Tocqueville, Nwachukwu (2000) wrote:
Municipal institutions (local governments) constitute the strength of a free nation…. A nation may establish a free government, but without municipal institutions it cannot have the spirit of liberty…. Man creates kingdoms but townships seem to spring from the hand of God (p.15).
In the same vein, Sir Arthur Creek Jones in his confidential dispatch to the Governors of British African territories as quoted by Rowland and Humes (1969) wrote:
I believe that the key to success lies in the development of an efficient and democratic system of local government. I wish to emphasize the words efficient, democratic and local. I do so not because they import any new concept into African administrations; indeed, they have been the aims of our policy for many years. I use the words because the system of Government must be close to the common people and their problems,
[provide] local services in a way which will help raise the standard of living; and be democratic because it must not only find a place for the growing class of educated men, but at the same time command the respect and support of the masses of the people…. (vol III, No. 3) Nigerians have continuously aspired for democracy in the belief that only leaders who are democratically elected can be responsible and responsive to their needs (Abonyi, 2011) .
The first part of this paper provides a brief overview of the democratic local government system in Nigeria, briefly analysing the caretaker-committee system of local government in Nigeria and its impact on constitutional democracy and grassroots' development, and impact of party politics on grassroots democracy. The second part examines case studies of local governments in different states 
Democratisation of the Local Government System in Nigeria
The search for an effective and efficient local government system based on democratic principles has been a long one in Nigeria. This paper starts from 1950, when the first mainly elected local government councils based on the British Whitehall model took place in Lagos and the former Eastern and Western regions. The legal framework for local government was then provided by the Eastern Regional Local Government Ordinance, 1950 , the Western Regional Local Government Law, 1952 and, the Native Authority Law of Northern Nigeria, 1954. The councils were granted wide-ranging functions which included primary education; health, police, judiciary etc., and enjoyed some autonomy in the areas of finance, personnel and general administration (Otive, n.d.) .
The 1976 local government reform was a landmark achievement in the democratization of local government in Nigeria. The reform unified local governments as the third tier of government in
Nigeria. This was enshrined in the 1979 Constitution, which guaranteed the system of local government through democratically elected councils (Ogunna, 1996; Nwachukwu, (2000) .
In an attempt to return Nigeria to a democratic order, the military Babangida administration reintroduced elected local government councils in December 1987. The election had a low turnout but was relatively peaceful and orderly. The military Abacha regime in March 1997 organised local government elections on a non-party basis.
Nigeria finally returned to democratic rule in May, 1999, and the 1999 Constitution, under which the present government operates, guarantees the existence of local government by democratically elected council (Adejo, 2004) . The tenure of local governments was not provided in the Constitution, but
Decree No. 36 of 1998 provided for a three year term for elected local government officers. The three year tenure was later vitiated by Section 7(1) of the 1999 Constitution of Nigeria as amended, which empowers every state government, subject to Section 8 of the Constitution, to legislate for the existence, establishment, composition, structure, finance and functions of their local councils (Federal Government of Nigeria 1999) . This constitutional provision places the local councils under the blanket control of state governments.
As a result of this provision, most local governments are run by non-elected officers appointed by state governors to serve in 'transition' or 'caretaker' committees, contrary to provision in the 1999
Constitution (s.7:1). Against this backdrop this section reviews existing literature on the democratization of local governments in Nigeria. Hence, Abbas and Ahmad (2012) (Abbas & Ahmad, 2012, p. 98) .
Thus local government is seen as both a nursery for democracy and a place for grooming national leaders, Musa (2001) He attributes the failure of local governments to provide fertile grounds for democracy to state and national governments.
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Caretaker Committees and Constitutional Democracy
Although, the caretaker committee system of local government is not mentioned in the Constitution, the system has remained common in the history and evolution of local government in Nigeria. Despite provisions for democratically elected councils in the 1979 Constitution, during the Second Republic in all the states of the federation local governments were run by caretaker committees consisting of party loyalists appointed by state governors. This caretaker model of the Second Republic gave way to the sole Administrator model when the military took power in 1983 (Ogunna, 1996, p. 116 ). In addition to Section 7 of the 1999 Constitution, Section 1(2) of the Constitution also states:
The Despite the provisions of the Constitution which the Governors swore to uphold as contained in the seventh schedule to the 1999 Constitution, they have violated Sections 1(1), (2) and (3), and Section 7 of the Constitution. This amounts to acts of gross misconduct. The question is why the state Governors and Houses of Assembly have failed to obey the law? Why have they refused to conduct local government elections? In a democracy, leadership succession is expected to follow some clear process of democracy. Leaders should normally emerge freely through party congresses and general elections but the reverse is the case in selecting local leadership in Nigeria. Even where elections have been conducted, Governors may deliberately force the tenure of local government chairmen to lapse early, to pave way for the Governors to appoint loyalists as caretaker committee chairmen to deliver their local government votes to the ruling party (Abbas & Ahmad, 2012, P. 103) .
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Quoting Orewa, Aluko (2010) The above exposes the nature of party politics in Nigeria and the reason for the lack of constitutional democracy at the grassroots.
Discussing party politics and Democratic Governance in Nigerian Local Government Administration Nyewusira and Kennet (2012) They maintained that the influence of party politics undermines rather than enhances the political functions of local government.
Baadom (2004) On the way forward, 38 people (96% of respondents) maintained that things can only improve when local government is freed from state control, and its financial transfer comes directly from the federal government. They argued that local governments cannot execute projects because there is no money for capital development, only for recurrent expenditure and payment of salaries.
Anambra State: Idemili South Local Government Council
In Idemili South, the story was not much different. Unlike Onitsha North, Idemili South is a rural local government with limited internally generated revenue (IGR 
Must one party occupy every position?
On the way forward, they thought that states should leave local governments to their own activities,
and that the federal government should stop paying local government allocation into the joint account.
However, the Governor, officials and the spokesman of the state House of Assembly and caretaker committee members attributed the persistent failure of the state government to conduct local government elections to the destructive activities of opposition parties and several cases on local government affairs pending in courts of competent jurisdiction. They confirmed that as soon as the litigants withdrew their law suits the local government election would be conducted.
Imo State: Ideato North Local Government Council
There is a general feeling of disappointment among the local government staff. Some 35 persons were interviewed including: 5 members of the caretaker committee, 15 local government staff and 15 residents. The respondents at Ideato North LGA maintained that nothing is happening in the area, because there is no fund with which to do anything. Most of the respondents in Ideato North maintained that the only way forward is to allow local governments' adequate freedom to initiate and execute projects of their choice based on the need of the localities.
Imo State: Owerri Municipal Local Government Council
There was a different reaction in Owerri Municipal Council, and it was mainly council staff that did not like what was happening. Of the 50 respondents selected for interview: 20 were local government staff; 10 were members of the caretaker committee, while 20 were other residents. On party politics, the respondents seemed comfortable with the dissolution of the local governments.
Some 35 (87%) maintained that instead of PDP coming to power again in the state, caretakers should continue. If it were possible and easy for them to remove the PDP members in the state House of Assembly, they would do that to ensure that the last remnants of PDP in power in the state are totally eliminated. Speaking on the impact of the caretaker committee, one of our respondents said:
They are doing well because our comrade Governor is doing well".
Edo State: Orhionmwon Local Government Council
In Orhionmwon council area, 30 people were interviewed including: 5 members of the caretaker committee, 10 local government staff, and 15 residents. The responses from respondents in
Orhionmwon were similar to Egor. Out of the 30 respondents, 90% expressed confidence in the system irrespective of its constitutionality, as a result of their loss of confidence in the former PDP-led government in the state. Some 87% of respondents also argued that Edo is not the first place that had caretaker committees and will not be the last. However, because Orhionmwon is a rural local government, the few on-going projects are being executed by the state government.
Gombe State: Gombe Local Government Council
In Northern Nigeria there is a general problem of insecurity, and this is one reason given by people in the area for the failure of Governors to conduct local government elections; Gombe State is not an exception. Of the 40 people selected for interview, 10 were members of the caretaker committee, 10
were local government staff, while the other 20 were residents.
However, the research suggests that in Gombe Local Government, people would be willing to exercise their franchise in spite of the security challenges. Some 38 people (96% of Gombe respondents) are totally against the caretaker committees. One of our respondents said:
It doesn't help us at all. We elected them but they don't want us to elect others. It is not good at all.
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Another respondent said:
Our democracy is going down because there is no democracy at the base.
On party politics, 34 people (86%) are against the manner in which the chairmen of committees are appointed. They complained that the Governors appoint only their relations, friends and party members as caretaker chairmen and that because one party controls the key machinery of government, checking corruption is difficult. A respondent said that:
If an election is conducted, other parties will win some chairmanship seats and councillorship seats and this will bring competition and there will be development.
Some 28 people (70%) believed that caretaker committees could not have a significant impact on the lives of the local populace because they do not have power and finance to do any significant development projects; 36 people (90%) respondents maintained that nothing short of a competitive election could help in consolidating democracy and institutionalizing democratic culture in the country.
Differences of opinion
The research shows that a majority of the interviewees, mostly career council officials and local residents, thought that the caretaker committee system violates the Constitution, and destroys grassroots democracy. The 45 caretaker committees members interviewed saw the system as legitimate, because the legal framework is provided by the State Houses of Assembly in accordance with section 7(1) of the 1999 Constitution (as amended), and hence the system contributes positively to the consolidation of democracy at grassroots. Responding to the question on how party politics affects grassroots' democracy, 200 respondents maintained that fear of losing an election can make a council boss to work hard, but where there is no competitive election, the chairman is free to do as he likes. Furthermore, the caretaker committee system has become a conduit for corruption by state governors to siphon off council funds.
Seventy-five respondents, who were from Edo and Imo States where people have lost confidence in the PDP, saw nothing wrong with the nature of party politics at the grassroots. All the caretaker committee members who were beneficiaries of the system supported the nature of party politics. Some 205 respondents (mainly council officials and residents) though that the caretaker committee system did not impact positively on the lives of the local populace, while70 respondents (mainly caretaker committee members) thought that the system was positive for residents.
Conclusion
The continued existence of local governments as the third tier of government in Nigeria has remained a controversial issue in political debates. The antagonists have accused the local governments of corruption, inefficiency, and ineffective development agendas. In this context the paper views the
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caretaker committee as an experiment towards the scrapping local governments as the third tier of government in Nigeria.
The paper first examines the existing literature on democratization of local governments in Nigeria;
caretaker committees and constitutional democracy; party politics and; the impact of the caretaker administrations on the lives of the local populace. Based on the existing literature and interviews with 275 people −100 council career officials, 45 members of caretaker committees and 130 residents − across seven local councils in four states, the findings of this paper indicate that there is a general desire of the people at the local government areas for genuine democratic governance. This paper also found that the image of non-performance on the part of local governments created by the state is a mirage and not a reality. The local governments, if allowed and with adequate resources, may be a better driver of grassroots development in Nigeria.
The findings of the paper also show that the caretaker committee system of local government endangers the base of local democracy in Nigeria and cannot impact positively on the lives of the local populace.
Our finding also shows that the nature of party politics pursued by state governors is a major contributing factor to the failure of local governments. Governors use strategies such as dissolution of elected councils to maintain dominance over other parties, thereby creating the needed opportunity for looting local government funds by the states. It is therefore the position of this paper that party politics is at the centre of the failure of local governments to provide for democratic consolidation.
This paper also found that there is a growing political desire for democratic consolidation, which requires democratic structures at the grassroots, and that the overall development of Nigeria is a function of grassroots democracy. The caretaker committee system is unconstitutional, undemocratic and therefore antithetical to any imagined or real development of the grassrootss in Nigeria.
Therefore, to make local governments efficient and effective in the discharge of their functions, this paper recommends as follows; 4. Institutional mechanisms to promote transparency and accountability at the local government level should be put in place;
5. There should be no immunity for a sitting local government chairman.
In conclusion, therefore, the nature of party politics played by the state governors at the local government level in order to maintain power violates democratic principles. It hinders local governments from performing their functions, thereby destroying democracy and development from its base. Competitive elections, political and financial autonomy commensurate with its status as the third tier of government are the essential prerequisites for effective and efficient multi-purpose local government system in Nigeria.
